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Abstract: 
 
A number of scholars have recently re-read the nineteenth century as an earlier stage of 
contemporary globalisation. Lauren Goodlad, for instance, has valorised “Victorian  
geopolitics . . . as the precursor to our own globalizing moment: the scene of 
multifarious world perspectives, democratic projects, heterogeneous publics, and 
transnational encounters” (Goodlad 2010: 400). Similarly Meghnad Desai has claimed 
that “globalisation is a phase of capitalism, but not so much a new phenomenon as a 
revival or resumption of a similar phase in the late 19th century” (Desai 2010: 16). In 
light of this renewed perspective on Victorian global politics and international relations, 
this paper provides a close reading of Amitav Ghosh’s River of Smoke (2011). Set in 
1839, this second instalment in the so-called Ibis trilogy portrays the trade of opium in 
early nineteenth-century Canton (today’s Guangzhou) and the Pearl River, casting a 
variety of characters into the waterways of Victorian imperial exploits right in the 
prelude to the First Opium War (1839-1842). The close reading provided in this paper 
pursues two objectives. Firstly, I analyse Ghosh’s neo-Victorian novel as marked by 
parallels between its narration of the prelude to the First Opium War as a crux in the 
history of nineteenth-century global trade and current political conflicts arising out of 
neo-liberal policies and globalisation, including Western military interventions under 
gunboat diplomacy. In this sense, I follow Sneha Kar Chaudhuri’s suggestion that the 
novel presages “twentieth- and twenty-first-century diaspora, globalisation, 
multiculturalism and their attendant dangers, such as drug-trafficking, continuing 
economic exploitation, and armed conflict over resources” (Chaudhuri 2011: 142). 
Secondly, I argue that the novel’s reconstruction of India’s involvement in nineteenth-
century opium trade in China provides renewed perspectives on Sino-Indians relations 
in the Victorian period and today. In particular I argue that River of Smoke reconstructs 
a nineteenth-century Pan-Asian perspective on Indian Ocean relations by illustrating 
idioms, relations and spaces which escaped the control and hegemony of Victorian 
imperialism. Ultimately this paper concludes by suggesting that the novel reveals the 
continuities of the rhetorics of Free Trade and Victorian imperialism in the ideology of 
neo-liberalism and globalisation today, revealing the Opium Wars as a conflict which 
determined to a great extent current West-East relations. Additionally I argue that 
Ghosh, in his depiction of non-Anglocentric trade and love relations between Indians 
and Chinese, is promoting further south-south collaboration between India and China as 
emerging superpowers in the global politics at play in the neo-liberal present.   
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